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            about this book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Say My Name Again is Book 2 in the Light Gets In duology. It contains major spoilers for Tell Me Anything and is intended to be read as a sequel.

      

      

      

      John almost ruined Isabel’s life. Now his own is collapsing.

      

      Five months ago, John Buchanan’s unforgivable choices burned down his personal life, badly hurting the only woman he’s ever truly loved.

      

      Then everyone at the hospital where he works found out what he’d done.

      

      Finishing his second year of residency with most of his colleagues freezing him out is grueling, but all John has left is medicine. He has to hold on. Work hard. Keep to himself. Stay invisible.

      

      Enter Ember Kincaid. Nurse. Veteran. Out bisexual man. Getting assigned to a project with the outcast of his department wasn’t on Ember’s professional agenda. Yet as a tentative connection forms between him and a guilt-wracked John, Ember starts to see the man beneath the pain. And he likes what he sees.

      

      John knows he doesn’t deserve Ember’s warmth and kindness, but he can’t force himself to walk away. He never expected to end up in Ember’s arms, or in his bed, but during those hours, John feels like he can almost breathe again. As his career starts to crumble, though, the darkness that’s haunted him for years starts to get the upper hand.

      

      If John wants any kind of future, he’ll have to find a way to let light in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            content notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Content notes for this book can be found on the author’s website at:

      
        
        SkyeWritesRomance.com/say-again

      

      

      

      There are significant notes for on-page violence and mental health topics.

      

      Feel free to contact the author with any questions, or once you’ve read the book if you realize one was missed that would have been helpful to you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            author’s note

          

        

      

    

    
      Tell Me Anything, the first book in this duology, was published in 2021 but does not reference the covid-19 pandemic. It ended up feeling too strange to write and edit a sequel with health care worker main characters that did not acknowledge the impact of the pandemic—or indeed to publish a queer book in 2025 that would sit somewhat outside of the current political situation the way Tell Me Anything did and many contemporary romances do. I hope you can forgive me some temporal liberties.

      

      Some of my personal and family experiences with mental health and suicidality are reflected here, but no fictional depiction is universal and this one is not meant to be. I’m grateful to the medical and mental health professionals who reviewed all or parts of this manuscript, as well as beta readers who brought their perspectives. Any remaining mistakes are my own.

      

      In the United States, the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline can be reached at by calling or texting 988. The Trevor Project supports LGBTQ+ youth and can be reached at 866-488-7386, by texting “START” to 678-678, or by online chat on their website. In Canada, the Suicide Crisis Helpline can be reached by calling or texting 988. Information about contacting Trans Lifeline can be found at translifeline.org/hotline.

      

      And finally, this is a romance between two queer men, but I’m not a queer man or transmasc author. I encourage you to seek out and support those voices. Need somewhere to start? Check out my rec list at SkyeWritesRomance.com/read-queer-guys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            prologue

          

          eleven years ago

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thornwaite Academy

        Needham, Massachusetts

      

      

      It all happened so fast.

      Aaron was telling a gross joke about homos to whoever in the gym locker room was listening. John was keeping his eyes strictly on his own belongings as he finished dressing. Efficiently, as always, but never so quickly that anybody asked where he had to be in such a hurry. Why he was trying to escape from the crowded space full of half-dressed high school boys.

      Felix walked by in his towel and those bright turquoise shower shoes that didn’t match anyone else’s. He said something about Aaron under his breath as he passed.

      Then Aaron was on him, both of them crashing into the lockers. Aaron landed at least two punches, and Felix one, before John even understood what he was seeing. Marco had already bolted from beside him to get a coach or a teacher.

      Aaron spat a slur, shaking out his hand. “You’re disgusting.”

      Felix was holding his jaw. His towel was on the floor, and when he hunched forward to snatch it up, blood beaded on his back where he’d hit the lockers.

      John couldn’t move. Everything in his body had stopped, maybe even his breath, except for his racing heartbeat. Someone in the gathering crowd, overjoyed, screamed, “Fight!”

      If Aaron had meant to walk away, he couldn’t now. He hit Felix in the head, in the face, and Felix fell to his knees. That meant Aaron’s friends could join in, and they did. John’s stomach clenched hard. He thought he might piss himself. He still couldn’t take a step.

      When Aaron’s foot came down on Felix’s arm, John heard the crack. That arm had been wrapped around him Saturday night as they⁠—

      He didn’t hear the two adults until they were blocking Aaron and his friends with their bodies, shouting orders. Felix, curled up on the tile, racked with heaving sobs, coughing up blood and spitting out something small and white. More than one thing.

      Don’t look. Don’t let them see you looking.

      “Let’s go,” Marco urged, voice low and tense. He was one of few Black students here; he got clear of any trouble as fast as he could. “John, c’mon.”

      John couldn’t move. Marco wouldn’t let him stay, yanking his arm, forcing John to stagger sideways and lurch towards the hall. Marco had both of their bags and John’s shoes.

      Once they were out of the locker room, Marco gave John his stuff. “So that happened,” he said shakily. “You’re gonna be a great doctor if you practically faint at the sight of blood.”

      John wanted to laugh with him. Except Marco wasn’t laughing either.

      In Honors English, their teacher had to call John’s name multiple times to get his attention. He couldn’t remember what book they were discussing. Once the bell rang, he went to his car, skipping lacrosse practice. He couldn’t figure out why he couldn’t get into his car, until someone asked what the fuck he was doing, and John realized he was at the wrong silver Mercedes.

      After a mile, he had to pull over and wait in a parking lot for his vision to clear. When he made it home, their housekeeper was in the kitchen. She asked if he was all right. Since she might mention his response to his parents, John knew there was a narrow range of acceptable answers, so he said something vague about a headache and went to his room. He tried to study. He couldn’t make any of the words on the page sit still. He ended up in the corner of his bed, back pressed into the wall, with the blue and sage green striped afghan his grandmother had crocheted pressed against his closed eyes, trying to forget the teeth.

      That night, at dinner, his mother said, “I heard about what happened at your school today. Honestly, I wasn’t a bit surprised it was that Felix what’s-his-name causing trouble.”

      De Luca. Felix’s last name was De Luca.

      His father shook his head. “Neither was I.” He pinned John to his chair with his gaze. “I understand you’ve tried to be a role model for that boy, but you have to consider your own future and what people will think about you based on who you associate with. Time to be done with him. Hopefully he’ll transfer to public school and that will be that.”

      Felix’s low laugh when John made a joke. The comfortable silences between them on the phone late at night when neither of them could sleep. Felix’s body moving against his in the back of the De Lucas’ station wagon.

      It was all gone. He’d lost it as he stood silently and let that happen. He should have tackled Aaron. He should have thrown himself at all of them. Why would Felix ever speak to him again?

      “Yes sir,” John said to his father. His voice was the one he used at home to be what they wanted. Polite, respectful, quiet. Never asking for anything. Never complaining.

      But his parents were still scrutinizing him. John steeled himself and took another bite of the roast quail with a honey-mustard and herb glaze that the housekeeper had prepared before she left for the night.

      “May I be excused?” he asked, when he’d finally managed to swallow. “I have a history final tomorrow.”

      His mother lifted an eyebrow. “John,” she said. “This is the family dinner hour.”

      “I apologize.” He stopped there, hoping it would be enough. Hoping they didn’t see how sick he felt. Foolishly also wishing they would see, that they’d act like Marco’s parents, and care.

      Instead, they began discussing his mother’s latest charity fundraising gala.

      John forced down more food. Sometime within the next few days, they’d likely bring up this infraction again. He’d apologize again. Then there would be strained silence while he tried to figure out how to apologize better before he was dismissed, disappointment clear on his parents’ faces.

      It would be summer soon. Summers used to mean the beach house in Maine where his grandmother baked cookies and read him stories on the couch in the evening. His parents would drive back to Boston and leave him with her for weeks at a time. He’d walk on the beach and eat meals with the only person who let him wear his favorite t-shirt even though it had a small hole near the hem. Every few days his grandmother’s best friend, Miss Carol, would come over for tea. They’d put lots of milk and sugar in his.

      His grandmother had died when he was twelve. Going to the Maine house now meant staying out of the way in his room while his parents entertained guests downstairs.

      The last few times, he’d called Felix. Because Marco was always so busy with his family on the weekends. Because Marco didn’t know what John was doing with Felix, because what if Marco stopped being his friend because of it, or what if he told someone, and what if John’s parents found out, and what if what if what if.

      He didn’t remember falling asleep that night. But he must have, because he woke up terrified, choking, his heart pounding.

      The next morning at school, Aaron and his friends’ one-week suspensions were almost all anyone could talk about. What’s the big deal? It was just a fight. De Luca probably started it. The gossip said Mr. De Luca had been in the office to withdraw Felix from Thornwaite. John almost knocked over an open bottle of acetone during AP chem. Marco looked at him several times, concerned, on the brink of asking a question. John couldn’t stop glancing around the room, waiting to find someone staring at him. Waiting for someone to have figured it out.

      Don’t think about the blood. Don’t think about Felix’s mouth, his smile, his teeth on the tile, how he used to kiss you, how he’ll never kiss you again.

      As soon as the bell rang for lunch, John headed towards the bank of lockers near the math classrooms where he knew Katherine Peters met up with her friends. He asked her to homecoming.

      When she smiled and said yes, he felt like he could breathe again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            one

          

        

      

    

    
      Ember Kincaid stepped out of the changing stall in his navy blue scrubs, still rummaging in the pocket of his backpack for a ponytail holder. He’d been hoping his hair would dry enough on his subway ride to work that it wouldn’t be all squiggly when he took his braid out after his twelve-hour shift. Wasn’t looking likely.

      “Morning!” one of the ICU nurses called from across the room, an older white guy who was already closing his locker.

      “Good morning!” Ember finally found the ponytail holder, but he was blanking on the man’s name. Wait, Barry? Yep, that was it. Six weeks into his new job at Kadota Medical Center and Ember almost had everyone’s names down. He and Barry were two of the maybe ten male nurses in the hospital, but their shifts didn’t seem to overlap often.

      He opened his locker and shoved his backpack full of street clothes on top of his Docs, wishing once again that his motorcycle helmet would fit in there too. The blue Suzuki SV 650 he’d bought just after moving to Boston was way more fun than taking the subway—the T, they called it here. Ah well, he probably shouldn’t risk getting sideswiped by an inattentive driver on mornings he was supposed to care for patients.

      When his low, tight braid was done, he used the mirror on the inside of his locker door to check his barely-there eyeliner. He didn’t always wear it to work, since he never knew when it would drive a wedge between him and a patient or one of their family members—even though aside from the long hair, he was in all other respects a typical-looking tall cis dude. But one reason he’d taken this job was the nurse manager’s assurance that he could have a bit of flexibility with his appearance. Four years of Army ROTC during college and years after that as an Army nurse sure hadn’t given him any. Then he’d started his first civilian job back home in Iowa in a Sioux City ER right as Covid-19 was hitting, and he hadn’t given a damn what he looked like under whatever PPE they could scrounge up.

      New job, new era, new freedoms. In his personal life, anyway. The state of the country was something else. Ember closed his locker, spun the dial on the combination lock, and left the room behind Barry with ten minutes to spare.

      Camille, his favorite coworker on their med-surg floor, was waiting for him in the hall. “Hey guy!” She was still pinning her blond hair up into a bun.

      “Hey yourself. How was camping?” By now they were already walking, like they would be for much of the next twelve hours.

      “Camping was great,” Camille said. “I’ll bring your tent and stuff back to you, but I need to clean the mud off first.”

      For a second Ember felt like he might need his gear back sooner rather than later, but he couldn’t remember why. He should have caffeinated before he left his apartment. He’d gotten distracted by news headlines. Mostly bad news, as usual.

      “No big deal,” he said. “Most of my time is taken for the foreseeable future anyway.” His weekly work schedule of three twelve-hour shifts left him four days off, but he’d started volunteering at a free clinic as soon as Rae, their manager, had approved his moonlighting request. Then his cousin-slash-roommate had started filming the second season of her ridiculously popular web series, and it was remarkable how many of his remaining days off she sweet-talked him into helping either on set or with props or costumes.

      “Are you starting as charge nurse today?” Camille asked as the elevator arrived.

      Ember shook his head and followed her in. “It’s going to be me Fridays and Saturdays. It’ll still be Val on Thursdays for now.”

      “I never want to be charge nurse,” Camille said with a shudder. “I’d rather be with patients only, even if I have six of them again today. I swear, I almost fell asleep on the bus on my way home yesterday.”

      Another reason not to ride his bike to work. He’d have to ride it home after the long-ass days. Ember was looking forward to stepping back into the charge nurse role, though. After the hell of ER charge nursing during the worst of the pandemic, he’d decided to de-stress by looking for a calmer job. But now that he was settled in on med-surg, he was… a bit bored?

      He felt guilty about it, because he cared deeply about his patients, and the job did take plenty of skill and knowledge. Yet he’d already taken a few extra shifts in the Kadota ER on days when his cousin didn’t need him, including a couple as charge nurse, and those days had felt really good. Not just because of the overtime pay, either.

      Surely being charge nurse up here would help. He enjoyed problem-solving for other nurses, coordinating discharges and admissions from the ICU, ER, and surgery, and generally keeping things running smoothly. He’d still have a few of his own patients. A good balance.

      Ember let Camille sign in at the nursing desk first as they waited for the rest of the team to arrive for report. The hallways were still quiet so far, smooth speckled tile, soft blue paint on the walls, and the faint post-mopping smell. It should stay fairly quiet through report—getting updates on patients from the night shift nurses—and then he’d have a few minutes to make his game plan before snagging a fresh mask and jumping into the day.

      He heard footsteps as he signed in, and glanced over. Dr. Buchanan, one of the internal medicine residents who’d started his rotation on the med-surg floors recently, was approaching from the east wing. He looked like he’d been up all night, maybe on a 24-hour shift. Ember had been surprised Kadota had 24s for residents. He’d heard a lot of teaching hospitals had phased them out, and Kadota’s program had only started a few years ago in the fairly new hospital.

      “Good morning!” Ember said to Buchanan, loudly enough to carry. The thin, dark-haired doctor was hugging the wall opposite the nurses’ desk, as if to stay as far away as possible. Now that Ember thought about it, he’d also noticed Buchanan standing apart from the med students, other residents, and attending physicians during interdisciplinary rounds for one of their complex geriatric patients last week. Well, as apart as he could get in a patient room.

      Buchanan kept walking, though he did glance over at the desk and give it a half-nod. The desk, not Ember or Camille. Buchanan opened the stairwell door, the creak of which was loud in the morning quiet, and disappeared.

      “Don’t bother,” Camille said, patient notes already up on her screen. “He’s not the kind of guy you want to be buddying up to.”

      That sounded ominous. “Anything I should know?”

      She stepped closer. “I should have given you a heads up when he rotated here. He’s a cheater. It was this huge deal when everyone found out. Bonnie, the nurse manager up in cardiology, is married to Dr. Kaur in general surgery. Dr. Kaur’s brother went to law school with a woman Buchanan was engaged to. You with me?”

      “Mostly?” He’d met Bonnie once in the cafeteria. He wasn’t surprised to hear she was married to a doctor. Nurses and doctors often married each other.

      “While Buchanan was on his cardiology rotation, his fiancée found out that he wasn’t single back when they met. He’d had a girlfriend for years, was living with her at the time. He dated both women for months without either of them knowing. Then he moved out on the girlfriend with zero warning. Four months later the fiancée finds out and blows Buchanan up on social media, Dr. Kaur’s brother sees it and shows him, Dr. Kaur shows Bonnie, and well, you know how fast word gets around a hospital.”

      “Wow.” Ember didn’t know what else to say. The guy’s behavior sounded gross, but half a year later people were still talking about it?

      “Obviously we have to work with him while he’s here,” Camille continued. “If anybody asks, I’m not going to lie about his work. I will honestly say that he’s one of the most responsive residents we’ve had, and it’s always nice to get one who sees patients as people and not science puzzles. He even pops up here to check on them extra sometimes. But on a personal level? I’d steer clear.”

      Several of their team members were arriving at the desk now, including one of the night shift nurses. Ember put all thoughts of the whatever-the-fuck drama with Dr. Buchanan aside. It was time to work. Whether or not Ember was second guessing picking med-surg as a place to do that work, his patients deserved his full attention.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Six hours later, with no meal break in sight, Ember was outside room 458 documenting the insulin he’d just administered when someone cleared their throat behind him.

      He turned and found Dr. Buchanan. The man was normally trailed by the gaggle of first-year residents and med students he was responsible for. The first-year residents were called interns. Ember had no clue why. Right now, though, Buchanan was alone.

      “Hey there,” Ember said. “Need me for something?”

      “416,” Buchanan said. “I was answering questions for Mr. Ramirez and he vomited. Unexpectedly. I didn’t get the basin in time.”

      Ramirez, 416, acute pancreatitis. Ember closed out of the chart then struck through the dosing and time on his sticky note. He shoved it in his scrubs pocket with the rest for later disposal. “I’ll get right on it.”

      “No, I— Most of it, I got it. I didn’t want him to wait. But someone needs to move him for the rest? And a new gown. I think he doesn’t want his granddaughter to see, she’s here now…”

      That wasn’t the most coherent explanation Ember had ever heard, but he was still kinda stuck on a resident having cleaned up vomit. Was an attending physician going to change a patient’s diaper next? It’s always nice to get one who sees patients as people and not science puzzles, Camille had said.

      “Happy to help,” Ember said, and started walking.

      Buchanan followed him.

      “You speak Spanish, right?” Buchanan asked. “He does better in Spanish, or he did with me. But some English— I mean, he does speak some English.”

      “He does,” Ember agreed. He hadn’t known Buchanan was also bilingual. Though it seemed like he was struggling with English right at the moment.

      He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, either, and the circles under his eyes were darker than Ember recalled from last time he’d seen the guy, which was... last Friday, near the end of Ember’s shift. The nonbinary patient with pneumonia. Buchanan had been concerned they weren’t getting enough pain relief and had wanted Ember’s input before updating the overnight med orders.

      “Sorry,” Buchanan said quietly. “He’s your patient. You already know what he speaks.”

      “No worries.” They’d only admitted Mr. Ramirez from the ER yesterday, and it was always good to share information.

      Like Ember, Buchanan masked before heading into room 416, rather than waiting for the patient to ask. A young woman, presumably the granddaughter, had a handful of paper towels and was wiping at her grandfather’s bed. She looked up as they walked in. Mr. Ramirez had closed his eyes, but he held up a hand weakly in greeting when Buchanan offered a soft Hola.

      “I didn’t know if anyone would come back right away,” his granddaughter said, looking about ready to burst into tears.

      Ember walked over to the bed. “Disculpe que me haya tardado, Señor Ramirez. Ahora me encargo de usted.” Mr. Ramirez nodded. Then to the granddaughter, using English because she had, Ember said, “I’m Ember, we haven’t had a chance to meet yet.”

      The granddaughter glanced at the whiteboard, presumably at the space where the room nurse’s name was filled in. “You’re the nurse?” she asked doubtfully.

      “I was an Army nurse, then I worked in the emergency room in my hometown, and now I’m here.”

      She tried to smile. “My mother’s in the Air Force.”

      Ember had joined ROTC to help pay for his nursing degree with delusions about the U.S. military’s role in the world. Military service had been a pretty good way to thoroughly outgrow those. He still appreciated how his service could provide common ground with patients and their families. So many people were connected to service members or veterans, or had lost a soldier they cared about.

      “Give us a few minutes to get him freshened up?” he asked.

      She nodded, kissed her grandfather on the head, murmured something to him, and threw away the paper towels on her way out of the room.

      Ember expected Buchanan to suddenly remember that he had other responsibilities. But when Ember re-emerged from the bathroom with a linen bag, the doc was still there. He’d even gloved up so he was ready to help. Huh. Ember got his own gloves on, and then the doctor helped him gently shift Mr. Ramirez so Ember could change the soiled sheets and get a new gown onto their patient.

      While they worked, Buchanan spoke more smoothly with Mr. Ramirez than he had with Ember, as if being here in the room and the moment helped him focus. Mr. Ramirez informed Buchanan in no uncertain terms that he was sick of the oxygen cannula. Buchanan heard him out, gently presented his own case, and got an agreement to keep it for one more day. Once Mr. Ramirez was settled again and obviously sleepy, Ember went ahead and checked his vitals while Buchanan wrapped up the conversation. Everything looked good.

      “Are you concerned about the vomiting?” Ember asked Buchanan once they’d exited the room. Ember logged into the hallway workstation so he could transfer his sticky note data about what he’d just done before he dropped off the linen bag. At the rate he went through sticky notes, he should probably buy stock in them.

      Buchanan shook his head. “Everything else is going the right direction. But I’ll flag it for Dr. Zhao. If she wants us to adjust his Zofran.” He seemed to be losing the alertness he’d had in the room, and he was rubbing his upper arms. Well, the hospital was chilly sometimes, and a white coat over a dress shirt wasn’t what most people meant by layering for warmth. Had to be worse for someone so thin.

      Ember nodded. “I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Thank you.” Buchanan moved as if to walk away, but didn’t. “She was so worried,” he said grimly. “I should have been faster.”

      Seemed like an overreaction, but who knew how Buchanan’s day was going? Ember reached out, then barely caught himself from giving the guy a reassuring grip on the shoulder. You’re not in Sioux City anymore, Kincaid. You don’t know anyone here like that. He brought his hand up to his hair to camouflage the motion, but he had no idea if he pulled it off or not.

      “Families worry,” he said. “That’s normal. You came and got me, and now she knows they won’t be left waiting long if something else happens.” Hopefully. Only five patients today made pretty good odds.

      Buchanan didn’t look at him. “Sure. Thanks.”

      This time, when he started to walk away, he kept going.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until Ember took ten minutes to stuff some bland cafeteria veggie quesadillas in his face that his memory finally clicked on why Camille having his camping gear might be an issue. After wiping his hands with a paper napkin, Ember fished his personal phone out of his pocket and texted his ex-wife.

      
        
          
            
              
        You said you might borrow my camping gear for a thing? Is that soon? Coworker has it, I can ask her to bring it back quick.

      

      

      

      

      

      Laurel worked in recruiting for a big-money tech startup these days, and thus her phone was practically attached to her hand, so he didn’t have to wait long for an answer.

      
        
          
            
              
        Laurel

      

      
        Aww you have work friends to borrow your stuff already!

      

      

      

      

      

      Ember chuckled. Getting divorced had sucked, even though it had been the right thing for both of them. He was grateful that the year and change with no contact after finalization had given them space to slowly rebuild a friendship afterwards. He’d even been able to move to Boston without either of them feeling awkward about him crashing Laurel’s new stomping grounds. It helped that it was a big damn city.

      
        
          
            
              
        Laurel

      

      
        We’re actually renting an RV instead? Don’t judge.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Your sisters need to experience the REAL outdoors. Builds character etc.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Laurel

      

      
        My sisters don’t want to sleep on the ground.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Tbh I’m also kind of sick of it? Sorry :(

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, that solved the gear problem, and Ember still had to finish eating.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gotta run. Start figuring out what hockey game we’re going to this season so we can get tix.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Laurel

      

      
        Eat and hydrate! Just say no to any extra shifts!

      

      

      

      

      

      He almost retorted that he liked overtime pay, but they both had too many early-pandemic memories to make long hours a fun joke, so he let it go.

      If it were a Saturday afternoon, Ember might have checked a couple of apps for potential hookups while he finished his food. If he was feeling like he’d have enough energy to go to somebody’s place that night, which he normally didn’t after three twelve-hour shifts in three days. Luckily, so far he’d found a decent number of Bostonians of various genders interested in friendly physical encounters on more convenient nights of the week. A couple of them he’d even picked up at a queer bar. Way better than scrolling through photos on apps where a lot of guys thought he was weird for not shaving anything except his face.

      He might be on the fence about med-surg, but Boston had been a great choice for this next stage of his life, and not just for the queer hookup scene or the blue-state politics that let him breathe a little easier even with the ongoing national hellscape. Next goals to check off his bucket list: queer bookstore, bathhouse, drag show.

      Ember left the nurses’ lounge just in time to see Dr. Buchanan walking down the hall with his usual team. Buchanan passed a different clump of residents and med students who were discussing something animatedly. They all stopped talking briefly as Buchanan’s group went by and started again once he was a few steps beyond. Nothing you could complain about, and Ember might not have noticed if Camille hadn’t said anything. But it had definitely happened.

      As Ember moved through the next hour of his shift, he wondered how it would feel for that to be his workday. Nurses didn’t have much time to chat, but there were quick exchanges here and there, and usually a bit of personal conversation during report. He knew how many grandchildren one of the night nurses had, and that another day-shift nurse was learning to make fresh pasta.

      How would it feel if every conversation he had at work was only about work?

      Some people might not mind. Some people hated small talk with the fire of a thousand suns. But even though Ember understood where Camille was coming from not liking the guy, the dynamic she’d tipped him off to felt unsettling.
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      All John had wanted when he started his residency was to finish his training, get married, have kids, send them to college, help patients until he couldn’t anymore, and die in his sleep. It hadn’t seemed like too much to ask.

      Instead, he’d destroyed everything in his life except his job.

      Kincaid must not have heard the details yet, or he wouldn’t have started to pat John on the shoulder. Or he had heard, and that was why he’d aborted what must have been an instinctive gesture.

      The near-touch rippled through John’s memory as he moved through the rest of his shift. He shouldn’t have said anything about Mr. Ramirez’s granddaughter being upset. Little things were gnawing on him too much lately, and he certainly hadn’t merited comfort for commenting on it.

      But he’d wanted that touch. When Kincaid had run his hand down his braid instead, John had almost shivered. Not because of Kincaid’s height, or the dusting of freckles on his face and forearms. Because it had been so long since anyone had touched him.

      John touched patients as needed to do his job, shook hands if they offered, but that was different. That was work. The last real touch hadn't been his fiancée, Georgia, brushing past him on her way out of their shared apartment after she found out about Isabel. The last real touch had been his not-even-a-friend Paulson hauling him into the bathroom later that night, after John’s disastrous drunken phone call with Isabel, the one where he’d told her way too much. Followed by more drinking when he realized what he’d told her. What nobody else knew about him. What nobody needed to know.

      Paulson had wanted to take John to the ER. John had begged, begged and pleaded, until Paulson took pity on him and had him puke his guts up instead. All John had left was being a doctor; he couldn’t fuck that up with an ER admission for alcohol abuse. Paulson had left for his new job in Singapore a month later. John didn’t think he’d told anyone how bad that night had been.

      And if Isabel had told anyone about John letting his secret slip to her, nobody had said anything about it to him.

      She probably hadn’t. She was a better person than he’d ever been.

      During a lull in afternoon admissions, John stole a few minutes away from his team to check on one patient: the woman with the TBI from a car accident four days ago. He’d been worrying and he hadn’t managed to check in with her directly during attending rounds.

      She said she was feeling a bit better. Through the slight haze hanging between John and the world these days, he could tell she was trying to engage him in polite conversation beyond his medical questions, so he did his best. He’d never been at ease socializing, but he used to be okay at it. Say the right thing. Be what people expected. It took so much effort now.

      Get it together, Buchanan. The program director, Dr. Weston, had already asked a pointed question about his stress level after the nephrology lunchtime lecture two days ago. It might help if John could consistently shave. He kept ending up on the T before he remembered, even if he laid out his razor on the sink before he got in the shower. He should have set a reminder on his phone. Now he was going into a meeting with Weston looking like this. At least he remembered to spit out his caffeine gum before heading to the man’s office.

      Weston’s door was slightly ajar, but John knocked anyway and waited for a reply before pushing it open and stepping in. Weston looked up from his desk. He always remembered to shave, and his salt-and-pepper hair was always perfect. He beckoned John to come in and sit.

      John didn’t want to. He wanted to go back to the team room and sit with Vandenberg to walk through his case history notes on the two new admissions John had assigned him. The guy had been an intern for several months, and he was still missing some of the follow-up questions he should be asking when patients reported pain. Soto, John’s other intern, was way ahead of him. 

      He also needed to call case management to get discharge planning underway for Mrs. Chopra. She’d come into the emergency room with a UTI that had presented as delirium, and once it was treated she’d admitted to two recent falls. He wanted her in rehab for mobility issues before heading home. That meant getting approval from his attending, Dr. Zhao, and then hammering the insurance company. (He’d been warned about how much of his time as a resident would get eaten by fighting with insurance companies. It was still hard to believe sometimes.)

      Once all that was squared away, he had to coordinate any new admissions, finish all his documentation, review his interns’ work, do an end-of-day check-in with his supervising third-year resident, and then hand his patients off to whichever second-year would be watching over them while John finally went back to his apartment to be unconscious, until he started all over again tomorrow.

      “Dr. Buchanan,” Weston said. Not as warmly as he used to before Georgia’s Facebook post had informed everyone within social media reach that John was irredeemable. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Thanks,” John said, because he didn’t know what else to say until he knew why he was here. His next evaluation wasn’t until halfway through this program year, the end of November, over two months away.

      “So, have you given any additional thought to switching your rotations so you’d do outpatient primary care next? That would give you three weeks with a less taxing schedule. Second-year residents carry so much of the load within the team. I know it can be challenging.”

      Everyone would wonder why his schedule had been changed. “Thank you again for the offer,” John said, summoning his professional persona and all the energy he could shove into it. “But I’m looking forward to returning to the ICU now that I have more experience.” That department had felt so meaningful, and he’d done well there during his intern year. Then he’d arrived in cardiology, and two weeks later…

      Weston waited, as if he was thinking deeply before responding. Finally, he said, “You’re doing good work with patients, John. Dr. Zhao has no complaints on that front.”

      If his current attending physician had no complaints about his clinical work, he should be able to relax, but Weston had slipped into using John’s first name. He seemed to do that whenever he geared up to give advice, and it always set John’s teeth on edge.

      “This isn’t a formal reprimand,” Weston continued, “but we both know the situation here has been… uncomfortable, since this spring. In your intern year, let me be honest, I saw you as a potential candidate for Chief Resident in your third year. Now, however, I’m not even sure your working relationship with your own team is what it should be.”

      Because even his interns and med students knew about him, despite starting at Kadota after the incident. The whisper network had made sure of it. He could generally tell when a new person was informed. How they looked at him and talked to him changed. He could almost feel people knowing as he walked down the hall, sat in conference rooms for case presentations, or stood in patients’ rooms during rounds.

      At least he wouldn’t be Chief Resident. He would never have wanted that. He just wanted to be a doctor.

      Weston leaned back in his chair. “Would it help to transfer to the Tufts Medical Center cohort? I could make some calls, see if anyone there might want to swap. They do night float rotations rather than 24s. Some people find it easier, though to be candid, I believe both continuity of care and residents’ education suffer.”

      “No thank you.” His former best friend had moved to Tufts for his second year. Marco had followed his favorite attending because of some research grant funding tied to her rather than the program, but the distance from John must have been a relief. They’d gotten through high school and college together, then medical school, and they were supposed to do their residencies together. Now every conversation between them—when John couldn’t avoid it—was tense.

      Marco’s wife had blocked John on every social media there was. If she saw him, she’d probably push him down a flight of stairs. John wouldn’t hold it against her. He’d almost ruined her best friend’s life. Isabel. The woman John had fallen for, had believed he could marry, build something with, look right with. When that had started to crumble, he’d found Georgia, who’d felt like a safer bet. She fit in. She’d made him look right.

      Then he’d hurt her too.

      He would never do it again. He’d finish his residency and take a hospitalist job and keep to himself. He could find a nocturnist position. Working overnights would be fine. He’d live for his work and die alone. Better that way.

      Weston wanted to argue with his refusal. John could tell. But instead he straightened, taking the top sheet of paper off a stack to his left.

      “As I said, this isn’t a formal reprimand, but there are several areas where we need to see improvement. Your senior resident says your on-time arrival for lectures has slipped, and you’re not participating as much verbally in either resident or attending rounds. Dr. Zhao also says you’re not where she expected for a PGY2 in trusting your own judgment. Your clinical competence isn’t an issue, but you’re double-checking with her in a way that surprises her compared to her notes on your performance on this rotation with her last year. As if you’re treading water.”

      John’s heart was pounding. Weston had first claimed Zhao didn’t have any complaints. Last year, she’d complimented him for being willing to reveal knowledge gaps rather than risk patient safety. What was the piece of paper Weston was holding? Something John would have to sign, acknowledging that he’d been told he was fucking up?

      “I’m sure you can course correct,” Weston said with a smile. “As for rebuilding connections with your colleagues, we have a new project for you. I sat in on a series of presentations at a conference recently, one physician and one nurse each, where they gave their perspectives on a specific condition. Really helpful to see things through different roles. It would be tough to add more in-person events to anyone’s schedules, but I was thinking we could make a series of videos available, each one with a senior resident and a nurse, with an attending providing wrap-up comments. A collaborative effort, basically. I’d like you to spearhead this and see results by the end of your med-surg rotation.”

      What? He was only in med-surg for six weeks, and almost two weeks were already gone.

      “Effective team members work smoothly with the professionals around them,” Dr. Weston said. “We do expect to see leadership growth in our residents, and you’ve opted out of any committees or a research project this year.”

      Oh. This was a test. Or more accurately, Dr. Weston was handing him a hammer and a box of nails for his own professional coffin. John worked fine with PT, OT, social work, radiology—anyone far enough out of the blast radius to know much about him. And some of his fellow residents were too crushed by their own schedules to care that he was a terrible person. His senior resident was like that. But the nurses were a community. He’d never get any buy-in from them.

      Unless a nurse everyone seemed to like asked them. A nurse who’d startled John by greeting him in the morning, and who’d taken a moment outside Mr. Ramirez’s room to reassure him when he started babbling.

      “If the goal is to increase interdisciplinary cooperation,” John said, holding his voice steady, “would it make sense for a resident and a nurse to collaborate in planning it? I could ask Kincaid on the fourth floor.”

      Not because of how he’d almost touched John, or his laid-back kindness and professionalism the several times he and John had crossed paths, or the understated eyeliner Kincaid had been wearing two of those times. It wasn’t John’s fault he’d noticed any of that. It would be his fault if he did anything about noticing, knowing what the consequences could be. For himself. Or for someone else.

      Teeth on the tile.

      He forced himself to smile. It would be harder to push aside noticing Kincaid if they had to work together, but John’s career was over if he had to do this alone. With Kincaid, maybe he had a chance.

      “Kincaid?” Dr. Weston frowned. “Which one is she?”

      “He,” John said. “I think he’s fairly new, on med-surg.”

      That seemed to resolve Weston’s confusion. “Right, yes. He has the cousin who does the web series. Infinity something? My daughter loves it, she’s a huge fantasy fan.”

      John didn’t know anything about a cousin. “Right. So he might have some ideas about the best way to do a series. Of videos.” Stop talking, stop talking, stop talking.

      “Fantastic. I’d love for these to look better than a recording of a Zoom call. I’ll talk to his nurse manager and see if we can borrow a few of his hours.” Weston made an apologetic face. “Or depending on their budget, he may have to do the work independently, and in that case I obviously can’t guarantee he’ll agree. For you, I can authorize eight extra hours a week for a month as an exception to your eighty-hour limit, since this project qualifies as having a sound educational rationale.”

      Bringing John up to an average of eighty-eight work hours a week. Not counting the handful of hours he didn’t put on his timecard so he didn’t violate the ACGME hours restrictions. He wasn’t the only one.

      “Of course,” he agreed. “Sounds good.”

      “Also... look, if you need two days off back-to-back for a breather, let me know and we can try adjusting the schedule,” Weston said. “I also want a vacation request from you for later this fall. Those three weeks are use them or lose them, right?”

      John remembered weekends and vacations. A little basketball with Marco mostly so they could joke about how bad John sucked at it. Skiing in Vermont in the winter. During college he’d started volunteering at a nursing home every other Saturday because it would look good on his med school applications, and it had turned out the residents reminded him of his grandmother. Which had been bittersweet, but ultimately comforting.

      But like hell would John be asking for any schedule changes or taking any time off now. This conversation meant he had to pull it together and work harder. That was how he’d gotten through med school. That was how he’d get through this.

      He couldn’t lose medicine, too. He couldn’t.
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      Ember hadn’t expected to spend the first fully conscious hour of his Saturday talking to Buchanan about a continuing education initiative. He would have preferred not to come in early at all, especially not on his third workday of the week. He was going to pour his cup of black tea directly on his brain as soon as he got through the cafeteria line.

      Truth be told, Ember had been surprised to be asked to do this project since he was so new. Rae, his nurse manager, had said the residents’ program director asked for Ember because he had experience with video. Ember’s experience was more in carrying heavy and/or bulky pieces of the set, but they’d had three seconds for the conversation, so he’d ended up saying sure, no problem. Something to mix up his professional life, earn goodwill with Rae, and also a chance to learn a little more about Buchanan.

      Camille had made it quite clear that he shouldn’t want to. But Ember had spent yesterday noting every resident who wandered into his field of vision, and he was starting to worry about the guy in comparison.

      Residents’ lives sucked. You couldn’t pay Ember enough to take a civilian job with the hours of two full-time jobs, and residents didn’t even get paid that well. Yet Buchanan looked way rougher than the others. Ember could tell even though he found the guy good-looking anyway. About three inches shorter than Ember’s six feet. Fine-boned with dark hair that had a curl to it and skin that had probably been a pleasant pale shade before he’d crossed the line into what Ember might (non-clinically) describe as pallor. He looked drained in a way the other residents didn’t—or were hiding better—and he moved as if he was trying to disappear into the paint on the wall.

      The doc in question was already in the hospital cafeteria when Ember arrived. He’d likely already done pre-rounds upstairs. Buchanan sat alone at a table in the corner, reading the top document on a stack of printouts in front of him, and he was rubbing his left wrist like it was bothering him.

      Several nurses from cardiology and surgery joined the line behind Ember and said good morning. All of them looked over at Buchanan, and then one whispered a comment and they all looked away again.

      This was a problem. The brief sketch Ember had gotten from Rae was that he and Buchanan would be recruiting residents and med-surg nurses to work together on educational videos. Cooperating on this should fall under working with Buchanan professionally—like Camille had insisted she did just fine. But Ember had military-grade experience with how people could drag their feet when an unpopular person asked for extra effort. Why the faculty guy had given this project to Buchanan was beyond understanding.

      Ember took his halfway-steeped tea from the cafeteria worker, thanked her, and headed over to see what they could figure out. Buchanan only had, what, a month-ish left on his med-surg rotation? Ember was still getting used to how teaching hospitals worked.

      “Hey,” Ember said, sitting down. “You awake yet? ʼCause I’m not.”

      Buchanan focused on him, but as if it took effort. “Good morning.”

      Ember took a sip of his tea. Too hot. He took another sip, because caffeinating was more important than avoiding pain. “Right to it since we both have places to be soon, Rae gave me a summary of this project, and it sounds cool.”

      Buchanan nodded, silent.

      “The big obstacle I see, aside from everyone’s general lack of time, is you don’t seem to have much rapport with other staff. And since I’m new, too, we may have our work cut out for us getting buy-in.” In another six months, Ember might have had a stack of favors he could call in.

      The doctor’s jaw clenched and he looked down at his papers. Journal articles, printed and stapled. Two highlighters and a ballpoint lay next to the stack, and the top page was color-coded and annotated. “They like you,” he said. “Everyone likes you. So we thought...”

      Ember hoped people did in fact like him, but that wasn’t something the faculty advisor would know. He suddenly had a bad feeling about how he’d ended up with this assignment. “But I can’t do all the work.”

      “I know. Sorry.” Buchanan swallowed. “It wouldn’t… I mean, I have to be involved. To do this.”

      Thank fuck this guy spoke more clearly with patients. Ember took another sip of his tea, and emboldened by the lack of fiery agony, chanced a whole swallow. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, but hopefully the mind-altering quality would start kicking in soon. He’d managed to downshift from the pandemic ER nursing survival trio of Aleve, Ambien, and the occasional off-duty Ativan to just Aleve, and that only sometimes, but caffeine was here to stay.

      “I wasn’t trying to make things weird,” Ember said. “I just want the project to succeed, so we need to start from where we are.”

      Buchanan’s right hand moved from his wrist to his forearm, rubbing it. “They’re not wrong. How they feel about me. You should probably ask. If nobody’s told you why.”

      “It’s cool, forget I said anything. We can just get to planning.”

      The doctor huffed a little breath. “I walked out on my girlfriend over Thanksgiving while she was out of town, leaving her stuck with the full rent on an expensive apartment and no health insurance. I spent my part of the rent money on an engagement ring for the woman I’d been cheating with for months.”

      When he was done, his hand finally fell still.

      Well. That story was actually worse than the summary Camille had given him, and it was way more detail than this conversation needed. Hopefully Buchanan didn’t go around throwing all that on the table in every professional meeting.

      It also seemed to defy the laws of physics to juggle two partners during your first year of residency, but where there was a will, apparently there was a way to be a lying jackass.

      “You don’t have to work with me,” Buchanan said stiffly. “I shouldn’t have asked for you.”

      So he had asked for Ember to co-coordinate. Made sense given all of Buchanan’s other choices would barely speak to him.

      And maybe Buchanan had guessed Ember would be more sympathetic because he was a guy? Ew. Buchanan didn’t seem to be testing whether Ember might be on his side, but one of the reasons so many cis men kept being awful was other cis men not calling them out on it.

      “I can and will keep professional time professional,” Ember said, “but I do need to say, what you did sounds really fucked up.”

      Buchanan nodded minutely. “You should. Think that, I mean.”

      Ember returned the nod. “Anyway, we’ve only got so much time before we both have to be upstairs, so let’s get to planning.”

      A phone buzzed. Ember’s hand was halfway to his before he realized it was Buchanan’s. Buchanan grimaced and took his work phone off his belt, squinted at it.

      “I have to go up,” he said. “Patient. Third floor, so not yours.”

      Ember appreciated the reassurance. “I’ll email you. We’ll work something out. Go.”

      “Thanks,” Buchanan said, scooping up his stack of articles. “Thank you.”

      He walked away quickly, past a table full of people who wouldn’t look at him.
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      “Earth to Emory! Can you get the unicorn head out of the truck?” Prairie clapped her hands at Ember twice, which made her high ponytail of curly red hair sway.

      He must have really spaced out if his cousin had resorted to using his given name to get his attention. She was the one who’d started his family on calling him Ember when she was a toddler, thanks to some little-kid book he couldn’t remember the title of now.

      “Sorry, Prairie-bird,” Ember said. “Do you need the fog machine too?” The queer fantasy web series sensation that was Sworn Through Infinity always seemed to need the fog machine when the unicorn head was involved.

      “Fog machiiiiine!” came a celebratory yell from Prairie’s latest film school friend to join the cast.

      Ember rolled his eyes in amusement, hoping Prairie was making enough ad revenue to help with her last year of tuition at UMass after paying all these actors. The queer arts grant she’d gotten must have been mostly used up by now on set pieces, costumes, and permits.

      By the time he’d brought the unicorn head, the fog machine, and two bottles of the fluid for said fog machine down to the public park bridge where today’s filming was taking place—in between anyone trying to use the bridge to, y’know, walk—Ember’s brain was still churning about the damn hospital video project.

      He and Buchanan had tried a brief meeting in the nurses’ break room near the end of Ember’s Saturday shift, since Ember wouldn’t be back at the hospital until Thursday. Because he was charge nurse, he’d been called away within five minutes.

      Also, Ember didn’t throw the term toxic workplace around casually, but he wasn’t impressed with some of his colleagues right now. It wasn’t quite all the nurses freezing out Buchanan, and it definitely wasn’t all the residents, but it was enough. While it didn’t seem to bother Buchanan, it was hella distracting to Ember having that wall of invisibility extended around him too. Or worse, for a couple of people to pointedly greet him but not Buchanan.

      The unicorn head gave another prophecy. Ember moved stuff when he was directed to. The… fairy queen? fairy witch?... chose an heir who would receive her spellbook upon her death. (Ember was confident the plot of this season made more sense than what he’d cobbled together from watching scenes filmed out of order.) Several hours later, Prairie blew her silver whistle to signal the end of the day’s filming, which her cast seemed to appreciate, and it was time to pack up.

      “You pull a double I didn’t notice?” Prairie asked as she helped Ember lift the flower-covered trellis into the van. She borrowed the wheels from a friend’s uncle on filming days. “You’re totally spaced out.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “Nah, I’m good. Just got a new thing at work, creating educational videos? The resident I’m paired with is pretty unpopular and we need cooperation from other staff to make it happen.”

      “Unpopular why?” She brushed some dirt off her black t-shirt, which said Director on the front and back in blocky script.

      “History of being a colossal jerk.” More than that wasn’t necessary to share with a third party. Fourth party? Whatever.

      Prairie made a face. “They stuck you with a jerk for a group project with homework? That’s like being in college all over again.”

      Ember hefted the unicorn head. “The jerkitude was in his personal life, not at work. I didn’t know him before everything blew up, obviously, but now he just seems… I don’t know. We’ll figure something out. It’d be better to meet outside Kadota.”

      Once they had the unicorn head tied down, Prairie climbed up so Ember could start handing her other items that various cast members had carried back to the van before they left.

      “Here’s an idea,” she said as she took the first box. “If you’re pretty confident he won’t have an outbreak of evil, you could ask him to come out with us next time. I just need you to drive the van and help me set up the portal, and then it’s gonna take a couple of hours to film. You two could hang out in the park and hash stuff out.”

      Hopefully the portal wouldn’t be as hard to secure as the trellis had been. “You sure? I haven’t ever sounded him out about queer stuff. Though we did have a joint nonbinary patient recently, and they told me he got their name right consistently even though they haven’t been able to legally change it.” If anyone hadn’t gotten it right, Ember would have made it a problem for them. Professionally.

      “Then you don’t need to cross-examine him on my behalf. If he happens to clock me and breaks out with transmisogyny, you can bounce him.”

      Given how emboldened even some queer people felt being anti-trans these days, it could happen. “Assuming he doesn’t, would you be down for a beer after and advising us about making videos? My treat.”

      “Absolutely!” Prairie grinned as she took the long box full of wands next. “I bet your costumes won’t be as good as ours.”

      That was certainly true. The clothes for this web series were fancy as hell.

      Ember considered Prairie’s offer as he drove the van back to their apartment building, helped her unload the big stuff into their storage space and everything else into their living room, and then drove her to return the van.

      He kept an eye out for potential troublemakers as they rode the red line home after, but nobody gave Prairie so much as a sideways look.

      It wasn’t terribly late by the time they made it home, but the hour of sleep Ember had lost to the early meeting two days ago was following him around. He idly considered trying to get laid, but yesterday had been unexpectedly bountiful on that front—he’d hooked up with a gay couple, and during round two he’d given his first spanking, which had been fun.

      He also had six hours of volunteering tomorrow. Afterward he was planning to join some of the clinic staff for a happy hour at a nearby restaurant, because he really did need to start making some social connections who weren’t Kadota colleagues or Prairie’s fellow college students. A man could not live on hookups alone. Oh, and before volunteering he needed to finally get signed up at a gym. He’d tried the one at the hospital a few times because it was free, but he didn’t love going to work in order to work out, and simply running a couple of times a week wasn’t keeping him happy.

      So Ember waved off Prairie’s offer of a stir-fry in favor of a more immediately available Greek yogurt with a couple bananas sliced into it, and two servings of microwaved oatmeal. Then he went to take a shower so he could get into the
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